Jeremiah 15:15-21: You understand, O Lord; remember me and care for me.  Avenge me on my persecutors.  You are long-suffering—do not take me away: think of how I suffer reproach for your sake.  When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight, for I bear your name, O Lord God Almighty.  I never sat in the company of revelers, never made merry with them; I sat alone because your hand was on me and you had filled me with indignation.  Why is my pain unending and my wound grievous and incurable?  Will you be to me like a deceptive brook, like a spring that fails?  Therefore this is what the Lord says: “If you repent, I will restore you that you may serve me; if you utter worthy, not worthless, words, you will be my spokesman.  Let this people turn to you, but you must not turn to them.  I will make you a wall to this people, a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you to rescue and save you,” declares the Lord.  “I will save you from the hands of the wicked and redeem you from the grasp of the cruel.”

Life is hard!  I am not laying out some sort of platitude nor am I trying to fear monger I am simply laying out a truth that is something we all know.  We know for instance that Psalm 23 describes this life with these words: “the valley of the shadow of death.”  That alone tells you that life is hard.  Now, depending on who you are and how you have been taught to handle things, well, that can be the difference from being hard to being unbearable, a life where “I just can’t take it anymore!”  What does a person do in such a circumstance?  For me, I remember a portion of the history of Luther.
The history goes something like this.  It seems that Luther was experiencing a rather long bout with doubts, perhaps what we would call depression.  If you go to see the Luther movie, you will see this time alluded to.  The toll of being the reformer, being under the Pope’s and Emperor’s ban, the struggle of being a Lutheran when Lutheran wasn’t cool had become a weight and burden that seemed too much for Luther.  So it seems he moped around the house for quite some time, making life unbearable for Kate and the family.  After a few days of this Kate, Luther’s wife, came to his study.  She was all dressed in her black mourning clothes and put on an air of sadness.  Luther took note.  He asked her who had died that she should be wearing her mourning attire.  Mrs. Luther replied something like this, “I am mourning the death of our Lord.  For the way you are acting, Jesus must surely have died and we are most certainly lost.”  It was just the thing Luther needed.  He immediately wrote on his desk, “Vivit,” Latin for “He Lives,” and once again acted the man who had a victorious and merciful God.

I always liked that small history of Luther.  I like it because it reminds me to focus on what is important.  It reminds me to focus on the victory of Jesus and that Jesus does live and rule over all things.  It reminds me of the fact that I can’t know the ways and marvels of God and that his majesty is beyond my grasp and comprehension.  It reminds me to get back to the promises of God, our faithful God, whose word is sure and certain, even when we are not.  It reminds me to trust God and his promises no matter what.  That little history of Luther serves to remind us to focus on the Lord and what He has accomplished.  To focus on God’s graciousness even when we as sinners lose sight of that goodness and love.

Life is hard and sometimes we suffer.  If you paid attention to our text you will see that God’s prophets sometimes suffered too.  Let’s consider our text under the theme: GOD WILL REDEEM.  
Now I think in order to understand Jeremiah it is very helpful to hear a brief summary of the history surrounding this prophet of God.  Jeremiah lived in the days of the last kings of Judah, that is, the last kings of an independent Judah.  Because of the increase of wickedness and evil among the people, because in many cases the kings themselves ignored and abandoned the Lord, and because even the religious leaders had given way to false teaching great grief and hard times came upon the entire nation.  They were under attack from Egypt, Assyria and Babylon.  A dreadful time of war and its carnage.  They were under attack as a judgment of the Lord against their godlessness and evil.

Into this picture enter Jeremiah, the Lord’s prophet.  Jeremiah was called to speak a message of God’s judgment against the sins of this nation.  So Jeremiah preached the Law and he preached repentance and faith.  Jeremiah preached getting back to the true God and following His Word.  Jeremiah pleaded for the people to seek God’s grace and mercy that He might indeed restore them and their nation.

Yet no one listened.  For that matter Jeremiah himself was often persecuted and jailed.  Jeremiah was constantly under attack from the false prophets and religious leaders who berated Jeremiah for his negativism and harsh words.  They declared that God loved Judah, that God couldn’t do without the Jews and that all things would be fine.  But eventually things were proven not to be fine.  Greater catastrophes and hardships came upon the people.  Judah was eventually defeated by the Babylonians, Jerusalem leveled and the people carried off to Babylon.  Even Jeremiah would eventually be stoned to death by his own people.  It is this hardship, this level of persecution, this weight of pronouncing God’s judgments that leads to Jeremiah’s despair.  We hear that despair in verse 18, “Why is my pain unending and my wound grievous and incurable?  Will you be to me like a deceptive brook, like a spring that fails?”
What an incredible moment for God’s prophet!  He was filled with doubt.  The troubles and turmoil of his life got the better of him.  His grief was deep, so deep that he actually questions the goodness and mercy of God.  He literally has asked God if his promises are false, if his mercy will indeed fail.

I think all of us can grasp the agony of Jeremiah.  We know that troubles will and do come.  There are those times in life when it just seems that God is not around, that God doesn’t care, that God has forsaken his promises.  Maybe it is a series of storms, fires, earthquakes and such that makes you question God.  (Of course, I must laugh.  Do you know how many of our delinquent members posted a meme about this stuff with the question “Is God trying to tell us something?”  Yeah, He’s trying to tell you to get off your duff and get to church but evidently you are not listening!!!)  Perhaps that was Jeremiah’s problem.  We get a wonderful insight into our God as he deals with Jeremiah, for God comes and directs the heart of his prophet for the good.  God says:
“If you repent, I will restore you that you may serve me; if you utter worthy, not worthless, words, you will be my spokesman….I will make you a wall to this people, a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you to rescue and save you,” declares the Lord.  “I will save you from the hands of the wicked and redeem you from the grasp of the cruel.”

When you first hear these words you might think that God is rather harsh.  Not so!  God deals with his prophet in exactly the way that Jeremiah needed to be dealt with.  He calls upon Jeremiah to repent, to realize that his ‘inward focus’ pain and grief is the result of sin.  Jeremiah has forgotten to rely on the Lord.  Jeremiah has let the world and its struggles, maybe even the world and its business cloud his judgment and overshadow his faith.  Jeremiah is called upon to repent: that is, to have a mind change brought about by the fact that the Lord will restore him, the Lord will rescue and redeem Him from his doubts and unbelief.

Don’t you see the heart and core of Jeremiah’s problem!  Jeremiah doubted because he let his flesh, his human nature, his desires and wants become so important that He forgot about the Lord’s ways and desires.  A devotion I read not long ago had it right when it said, “Yet don’t’ we still try to offer God our advice at times?  We may wish to tell him when and how he could best bless us.  We may dictate our plan for him to cure a loved one’s illness.  We may even try to explain that some of his laws just don’t seem to work in today’s world anymore.  Then we become impatient when God doesn’t do things our way.  Too often we resemble a little child who is so sure he knows what is best and then is upset when Mom doesn’t see things the same way.”  It is at such times that we need to turn to the Lord, to repent, to be filled with sorrow that we have so lost confidence in the Lord.

How blest we are that we have a God who forgives our weaknesses and doubts.  We have a God who despite our sinful ways sent His Son as the atoning sacrifice for our sins.  Jesus took on sin and death.  Jesus won the victory through His resurrection from the dead.  Because of Jesus, we can boldly confess our sins, turn to God and He does forgive us.  He does restore and renew.  He does this because His Son has saved.  His Son has paid the ransom price for our adoption as His children.  In and through Jesus God has promised that all things will work out for our good, our eternal and blessed good in His Kingdom of heaven.

There is more.  God also says, “I will make you a wall to this people, a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you but will not over come you, for I am with you to rescue and save you.”  Please don’t overlook the importance of these words.  These words tell us that God will give the necessary strength to endure and to win in our battles.  But be careful about how you understand these words.  I say that because I want you to remember that Jeremiah would still be persecuted and imprisoned.  Jeremiah was still to be stoned to death by the false prophets!  From all outward appearance, Jeremiah would be a loser, His God would fail him and would indeed not be able to rescue him!  That’s the worldly view.
From a spiritual and godly view, note that Jeremiah was killed because of his unshakable faith in God.  Doesn’t Jesus teach the same spiritual view?  Think of his words, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believe in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.”  There are times when what you see is not what counts!  There are times when you must just have faith that what God says is true is true.  Such is the nature of faith.  We must trust what God says.  Not what we think, feel or experience but what God has promised and done.  Then we will grasp the wonder of what God said to Jeremiah and what Jesus said too!  There are just times when we need to see with the eyes of our faith rather than the eyes of our head!

Or how about Jesus words in our Gospel lesson.  He said there, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”  Our focus is not to be our “self” and what we want.  Our focus is to be the Lord.  To trust in him, to use his strength to endure and win against the trials and temptations that will come.  We are again being told not to focus on our flesh and world but rather on the spiritual goal and victory of Jesus.  See with the eyes of your faith!

I want you to know that Jeremiah was restore and was redeemed by the Lord.  I also want you to know that Jeremiah had a long and wonderful ministry for the Lord.  He was probably over 70 when he was finally killed by his enemies.  Killed but not dead.  Taken from this world, but still alive…because God had granted him a faith that made him a fortified bronze wall, a faith the looked forward to the Savior and the victory that Savior will ultimately win.

So it is for you and me.  God restores and redeems.  When we repent, God for Jesus’ sake forgives, renews, strengthens and guides in His paths of righteousness.  May the solution of God for Jeremiah also be the solution for our lives and faith!  A faith that trusts God no matter what!  Amen.

